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THE INTERPRETATION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 
AS AFFECTED BY MODERN SCHOLARSHIP. 



By the Rev. Professor Charles Rufus Brown, D.D., 
Newton Theological Institution. 



Research has led to more adequate statements of truth. — Methods of 
authors in the composition of the Old Testament books. — Timeliness of the 
messages of God contained in the Old Testament in (i) the historical books, 
(2) prophetic books. — Our attitude toward investigation. 

According to my understanding with the committee, I am 
not here to represent any side in a debate, but rather to share in 
the discussion of a topic of common interest in which each 
speaker sets forth such conclusions of modern scholars as he 
considers established facts. I do not see why there should be 
sides at all today. In regard to some of the results of modern 
scholarship we all may be perfectly agreed. 

At the time I accepted an invitation to deliver a brief address 
before the Baptist Congress, I did not know who were to take 
part in the discussion with me, and when I received a copy of the 
programme containing the names of the distinguished gentlemen 
who speak upon this subject, and reflected that my first really pub- 
lic address upon the theme was to be delivered in the presence of 
these veterans, I confess to an added increment of that humility 
which I could but feel in any case in approaching a subject of 
absorbing interest to the church and to the world in this year of 
grace 1894. I had an intimation indeed that Dr. Harper was to 
be one of the speakers ; and while Dr. Harper and I have had no 
particular understanding in the matter, I was encouraged by his 
unfailing friendliness to me and by his uniform courtesy and 
breadth of mind to anticipate generous treatment from him, 
whether my view of the facts agreed with his or not. I am sure 
also that the other gentlemen who have done me the honor to 
place their words by mine would be equally ready to grant me 

1 Read before the Baptist Congress at Detroit, Mich., November, 1894. 
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the same generous treatment, and for all the speakers I can only 
express my deep respect and my warm sympathy with them in our 
common toilsome and yet gracious journey in the search for ulti- 
mate facts in theology, and offer them that fraternal comrade- 
ship which I know they will be glad to accord to me. 

My general position is that of a non-partisan ; or, if every 
scholar must be a partisan, it is that of a moderate conservative. 
That is to say, on this question of the results of modern scholar- 
ship upon the interpretation of the Old Testament, I am neither 
with those who maintain that modern scholarship has brought 
us no assured results, nor with those who accept unquestioningly 
the latest deliverances of modern scholars. I believe that there 
have been results positive, valuable, vital to theology, though less 
radical than some of the best scholars would claim. I do not 
believe that the old foundations are gone or are ever to go. I 
do believe that work has been done even on the foundations, and 
that they are capable of supporting a better superstructure than 
has yet been erected over them. 

Let me begin by making a distinction. The question before 
us presupposes that the study of a generation and a century has 
not been devoted solely to the acquisition of past discoveries in 
the Old Testament field, but that, through investigations of the 
proper sort, fresh discoveries may be made, in the light of which 
we may prepare more adequate statements of Old Testament 
truth. The presentation of improved statements does not involve, 
however, the falsity of the formulas for which substitution has 
been made. Research, for the most part, results in clearer and 
more discriminating specifications of older truth, and, in my 
judgment, we can show our respect for the fathers and our appre- 
ciation of their services to theology in no other way so well as 
by the most searching examination of their positions, with the 
view to supplementing them at their weak points. It would 
surely be preposterous for any of us to deny that the Bible 
has far more of truth than all the scholars in the world have 
ever obtained from it, and all of us, therefore, should be humble 
and expectant searchers for fuller light upon its pages. I must 
remind you that we cannot ourselves choose the degree of light 
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that God shall bring to us, nor the particular channel through 
whom the light shall come. Some men who have made but slight 
advance in Christian faith may be very good critics of the text 
of Scripture and admirable interpreters of the letter of the Word, 
and these may bring new and valuable facts to the light of day. 
In this way God has operated very often in the past to open up the 
treasures of his truth. He is likely to do the same again and again ; 
and if we say we will not listen to such and such a notion about 
the Bible because it is proclaimed by some higher critic whom 
we do not consider evangelical, we may thereby shut the door 
of our heart to some larger view of truth that God intended that 
we should receive. 

For many years the effort of scholars has been, particularly, 
to answer the question as to the part of man in the joint-author- 
ship of the books of the Old Testament, and just now interest in 
the question is shown among all classes of Bible students. It 
will be strange if this new interest in the human side of the 
Bible does not give us an exalted conception of the divine side 
of the Bible. Some of us are old enough to remember the time 
when the divine side of the personal Word, the Christ of God 
was emphasized to the exclusion of, or at any rate the obscura- 
tion of, his humanity. We are now in the trend of thought which 
lays the stress upon the human side of his adorable person ; and 
we find thereby a nobler, because a more adequate and balanced 
view of his divinity. And this may be to us a picture and a 
prophecy of the means by which we may secure a richer view of 
the written Word of God. 

If a statement of the results of research is to be anything 
more than a catalogue of the same, attention must be confined 
to such broad principles as have been established, without enu- 
meration of details. And, therefore, I shall make a general affir- 
mation of certain principles that seem now either to be more clearly 
perceived, or more generally recognized than formerly, accom- 
panied with such illustrations as may serve to make definite the 
ideas of the paper. 

I. And, in the first place, modern scholars set forth with 
great plainness the methods of the authors in the composition of 
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the Old Testament books. A careful examination of the histor- 
ical books reveals the fact that the ancient historians were in the 
habit of transcribing their material directly from their sources 
and of making such additions of their own as were necessary to 
weld the extracts together and to adapt the whole to the purpose 
of the writer. The modern biographical method will illustrate 
the ancient Hebrew custom. In recent times, biographers have 
sought to make the letters, addresses, and conversations of the 
subjects of their biographies tell their own story, and they now 
interject only such remarks as may help to bring out the life as 
a well-rounded whole. In this manner, as distinguished from 
that of the modern historian, who shapes the material from his 
sources in his own way, the Hebrew historians have left us their 
works in the form of compilations. You may see the working 
of this method in the clearest way by comparison of the books 
of Samuel and Kings on the one hand and of the Chronicles on 
the other. As is well known, the books of Samuel and Kings 
deal largely with the history of the kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah, and while there is a manifest desire to draw religious les- 
sons from the history, the political relations of the time are not 
neglected. The Chronicles, on the other hand, deal with the history 
of the dynasty of David and therefore after the division of the 
kingdom confine themselves to the history of Judah. Conse- 
quently we know little about the Northern kingdom from the 
books of Chronicles, and that little appears to be communicated 
for the sake of the information given respecting the fortunes of the 
Judean kings. In keeping with this idea, the history in Chron- 
icles is more largely that of the institutions of religion than of 
the state as such, such matters as the religious fidelity of the 
kings and their lapses, the priestly services, and the musical 
arrangements of the chief sanctuary receiving a large share of 
emphasis. 

The selections taken by the author of Kings from his sources 
are dovetailed by him and accompanied with remarks of his own. 
For example, he has furnished the names of some of his author- 
ities, also calculations of the chronology of the one kingdom 
according to dates of the other, and he has given his estimate of 
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the character of the several kings. And the work was enlarged 
after the first compiler had completed his task. This is shown 
by the fact that the book as a whole was written before the exile 
to Babylon, while additions were made to it after the fall of Jeru- 
salem. As an evidence of the punctilious fidelity of the author 
to the history, may be cited the fact that in I Kings 3:4-15 he 
has preserved the account of Solomon's sacrifice to God at a 
high place and of his reception of the divine blessing there, 
though worship at high places was directly opposed to his own 
idea of proper service and that of his time, as is evident by his 
statement concerning several of the good kings, that his favorable 
estimate is to be modified by the circumstance that they per- 
mitted worship outside of Jerusalem. The fact is of course that 
these good kings worshiped God at the high places with a good 
conscience, but the compiler's record of services, which in his day 
were considered contrary to true religion, furnishes strong proof 
of his fidelity as a historian. 

Similarly the author of Chronicles has written his great work. 
It is easy to show how the chronicler composed his book, because 
one of principal sources we have in the Bible, in the canonical books 
of Samuel and Kings. I have compared very carefully certain 
accounts of Chronicles and the parallels in Samuel and Kings 
and as a result of the examination I feel that we may say with 
positiveness : 

1 ) That the author has compiled his account from other docu- 
ments, taking such extracts as he wished, and that he has trans- 
posed a part of his material out of its original connection. 

2) That he has made slight changes in the material from his 
source or sources, has sometimes added and sometimes omitted 
words and phrases. 

3) That in the adaptation of material to the people of his time 
he has made changes of emphasis, and in various ways has inter- 
preted the events of the former time in their relation to the usages 
of his contemporaries. The reason for this we will consider later 
on. Now I would remind you simply of the changes of emphasis 
in this writer's record of predictive utterances, of his introduc- 
tion of priestly and musical elements, and of his enlargements 
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of the accounts respecting numbers of persons and other 
details. 

Let us now consider the canonical book of Jeremiah, which 
is really a biography of that prophet ; and I will ask you to note 
in the first place the lack of chronological sequence in the book. 
If you will refer to chapter 21, you will find a message which 
was delivered through Jeremiah in the reign of Zedekiah, the last 
king of Judah, about 587 B. C. In the 24th chapter is a message 
from the year 596 or soon afterwards. In the 25th, one from 
604. In the 26th, a word from a still earlier date in the same 
reign. Again, chapters 27 and 28 place oracles of the prophet 
in the beginning of the reign of Zedekiah, while chapter 36 con- 
tains a long account of events occurring in the reign of Jehoiakim, 
the second king before Zedekiah. Moreover, the preface of this 
book was written by a man who knew only a part of the work, 
for it applies to but thirty-eight or thirty-nine chapters of the 
book out of fifty-two in the edition which we have, and constrains 
us to judge that the book once circulated in parts. I think there 
is good order in the final compilation, but my particular theory 
about that is not in point just now. The work is plainly the 
result of growth, and the preface belongs to an intermediate stage 
in this growth. Indeed we are expressly told about the first 
two editions of Jeremiah's sermons in chapter 36, where it is on 
record that he dictated to Baruch for entry upon a roll the sub- 
stance of his prophecies up to the year 604. This roll was 
destroyed, we are informed, and Jeremiah dictated a second 
edition of the same, a repetition of the first matter with additions. 

It is asserted by many biblical scholars that the evidences of 
compilation in the Pentateuch are just as numerous and just as 
weighty as in any of the books of the Old Testament, and that 
the marks of editorial hands are as plain, and they point out 
duplicate accounts in which similar material is presented with 
different phraseology and method of representation. These 
duplicates appear to occur throughout the first six books of the 
Bible. We will take time to examine only two of them : 

The passage Ex. 3:1-6:1 presents the call and commission 
of Moses, his complaint that the people will not be willing to 
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listen to him, the appointment of Aaron as spokesman with the 
people (3:16; 4:1, 16), and three signs which are to be wrought 
for the satisfaction of the people. Moses and Aaron succeed in 
satisfying the people (4:30, 31), but Pharaoh refuses to release 
them (chap. 5), and Jehovah assures Moses that he will so 
work upon Pharaoh as to induce him to send the people out of 
his land (6:1). This account is continued from the 14th verse 
of the 7th chapter. The intervening passage, 6 12-7 : 13, gives a 
parallel version of the same or similar transactions ; for, among 
other reasons, the writer who tells us that the people listened to 
Moses but that Pharaoh did not, would not of course, go on to 
say that the people had not hearkened to Moses, and therefore 
Pharaoh could not be expected to hearken (6:12). In this 
second account, Moses asserts his unfitness to represent God, not 
as before to the people, but before Pharaoh, and Aaron is 
appointed spokesman with him (6:11, 12, 29, 30; 7:1, 2). In 
this instance the sign of the rod is for Pharaoh, not for the peo- 
ple, it is Aaron's rod, not Moses's, and it becomes a reptile, not 
a serpent. Here Pharaoh's heart becomes strong (7 : 13), while 
in the continuation of the other narrative it is heavy (7:14). 
Moreover in the progress of the first narrative, Moses speaks the 
divine message to Pharaoh not through Aaron but in his own 
person (see 8:9, 26, 28). 

The two forms of the ten commandments are especially 
instructive. Perhaps there are some even in this audience who 
do not know about the different forms of the commandments, 
and I will remind all of you that the commandments are found 
not only in Ex. 20:2-17 but in Deut. 5:6-21. If any of you 
are not familiar with the phraseology of the Deuteronomic pas- 
sage, a single reading of this form of the commandments would 
reveal the most important variations. Since in both places the ten 
words, as they are called, in Hebrew, purport to be the original 
ten written with the finger of God, it is probable that there was 
originally but one form consisting of brief phrases such as remain 
in connection with the 1st, 6th, 7th, 8th, and 9th commandments, 
and that the 2d, 3d, 4th, 5th, and 10th were enlarged in different 
ways by two writers living subsequently to the original author. 
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Similar phenomena are to be observed in all parts of Genesis, 
Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, and Joshua, and attempts more 
or less successful have been made to extract the portions belong- 
ing to each of several alleged sources ; and while there is 
considerable difference of opinion respecting many details and 
especially as to the relative ages of the four chief documents that 
have entered into the Hexateuch, a majority of Old Testament 
scholars now accept the analysis. Said the late Dr. Stearns, my 
teacher in this department of study, a man revered by all who 
knew him no less for his evangelical piety and loving faith, than 
for his marked honesty of mind and candid spirit, said he, "As 
to the terms Elohistic, Jehovistic, the younger Elohist, and the 
redactor, I accept the documentary hypothesis for the make-up 
of the Hexateuch, I believe in a compilation from several sources 
especially in the Genesis and the first six chapters of Exodus." 

There are those who feel compelled to deny the accuracy of 
these conclusions, and some are disposed to have their joke 
respecting the assumption of critics who separate parts of verses 
from their context and assign them to different authors, but the 
kind of work by critics ascribed to the redactor (or final com- 
piler) is precisely the sort attempted by the author of Chronicles 
and what was done once may have been done twice. And those 
who will not admit the above-mentioned conclusions are com- 
pelled to adopt the principle of editorial revision in the 34th 
chapter of Deuteronomy and in some other passages of the Pen- 
tateuch. 

And this leads us to consider the share the modern theory 
attributes to Moses in the production of the Pentateuch. We will 
not waste our time upon the more radical views that have some- 
times been presented, such as deny the supernatural character of 
the Old Testament revelation, but I will give you the position 
that just now seems to many Old Testament scholars most fairly 
representative of all the facts of the Bible. According to this, 
Moses is regarded as the ancient law-giver of Israel, and the 
Mosaic practice as the source of all subsequent legislation, but 
the Mosaic regulations were modified to suit the exigencies of 
subsequent periods, and he wrote far less than the whole Penta- 
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teuch, though he is truly presented in the five books called by 
his name. The chapters dealing with the history from his own 
time onward, as well as those which concern the previous gener- 
ations, are made up of documents, prepared at different epochs, 
out of earlier sources of an oral or written sort, by different per- 
sons, each of whom presented in his own way, in the language 
of his own time, the history of the past, and the life and services 
of Moses, somewhat as the Evangelists present different aspects 
of the life of our Lord, and these aspects have been combined 
by the final author into one whole, and it is claimed that the 
apparent divergencies of the narratives and statements of laws, 
as well as the abrupt transitions of the period, are due to these 
facts. Will you allow me to make grateful confession here? I 
have been troubled more than once by apparent contradictions 
in the historical statements of the Bible, and relief has always 
come to me in the thought that different persons must approach 
a subject from different points of view, and that it is well-nigh 
impossible for two people to give long accounts of the same 
transaction without apparent conflict. On the theory of the unity 
of the Pentateuch, however, these difficulties become real and in 
fact insoluble. I may illustrate my point from the New Testament, 
the story of the healing of the blind man, or men, near Jericho. 
Matthew says there were two men and that they were healed at 
the departure of Jesus from the city ; Luke, apparently, that a 
certain blind man was healed at the coming of Jesus to the city. 
I am ready to admit and I find it easy to admit that an explan- 
ation is possible that will harmonize these statements, but I can- 
not conceive that a single writer would make two such state- 
ments. The parallel between the documents of the Hexateuch 
and the four Gospels may be carried further yet. You are famil- 
iar with harmonies of the Gospels. Modern harmonies con- 
tain parallel matter in parallel columns. The first known harmony, 
that of Tatian, written in the second century, did not do this, 
however, but combined into one account the whole substance of 
the Gospels, the author going through the whole compilatory 
process of transposition, excision, addition, and modification of 
material. He has taken phrases of the Gospels out of their 
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original connection and bound half-verses together in a most 
skillful fashion, but so as to alter completely the original arrange- 
ment of them. In short, he has done with the four Gospels pre- 
cisely what modern critics say has been done with four great 
documents in the compilation of the Hexateuch and the Tatian 
composite actually displaced the Gospels in a large part of the 
Syrian church for two centuries or more. 

II. In the second place, modern scholars have called particu- 
lar attention to the timeliness of the messages of God contained 
in the Old Testament. All the prophetical utterances, oral and 
written, historical and predictive, were especially adapted to 
those to whom they were given at the first, they grew out of the 
needs of these people, and they were intended to console the 
faithful in Israel with promises, and to warn the perverse with pic- 
tures of the disastrous consequences of their sins. If the 
prophetic discourses were in any sense messages to the men of 
the speakers' or writers' times, they must have been couched in 
the dialect of the times, and the authors may be supposed to 
have followed the literary methods and assumptions of their day. 
A careful examination of the books of the Bible reveals certain 
literary peculiarities, the recognition of which serves not merely 
to render the Bible a more natural and human book, but for 
many minds to vindicate its supernatural character. They may 
be gathered both from the historical and the prophetical books : 

i) The Historical Books. 

{a) It seems plain that the Hebrew historians furnished 
descriptions of the important events of the past in terms of the 
customs prevailing in their day. To make this point clear, I 
must refer you to incidents of which we have more than one 
version. The eleventh chapter of 2 Kings presents a story of 
the successful effort of Jehoiada, the priest, to set the youthful 
Joash upon the throne of Judah. According to this story it was 
effected by the aid of the men of war, who were distributed in 
the house of Jehovah, and finally brought forth the king for his 
coronation. In Chronicles, on the other hand, the captains are 
not admitted to the sacred precincts, but are sent to summon the 
Levites and the whole congregation of Israel. Being assembled 
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together, all are directed to remain without the house of Jehovah 
save the priests and Levites, who, instead of the Carites and 
Runners of Kings, are here the instruments for the accomplish- 
ment of Jehoiada's plan. What the chronicler says in effect is 
that the temple-servants were employed by Jehoiada in this trans- 
action, and he substitutes for the military men priests and 
Levites, because in his day these only would have been allowed 
to enter the hallowed place. Thus the general impression con- 
cerning this rebellion is perfectly accurate, while the change of 
detail was made necessary in the adaptation of the story to those 
in whose mind the exact detail would have involved a profana- 
tion of the house of God. 

I must not multiply illustrations, though it would be easy by 
their use to establish this point. I must say one word about 
good king Asa. In the description of the reformation in the 
reign of this king, the chronicler says that Asa took away the 
strange altars and the high places, though in the preceding 
chapter he repeats from his principal source the remark, "The 
high places were not taken away." That is to say, when he 
breaks away from the ancient source, whether he proceeds to 
select his own terms or borrows them from a second source, he 
gives a true estimate of Asa's character from his point of view. 
Asa was a truly religious man, we may conceive the chronicler 
to say to himself. Truly religious men in the chronicler's time 
did not worship at high places. The spirit which Asa showed 
would have been manifested in the later time in maintenance of 
the legitimate worship at Jerusalem ; or, to go back to the 
chronicler, " Asa took away the high places." Which statement 
is the true one? Both. High places indeed remained. Never- 
theless, the heart of Asa was perfect all his days, and he 
destroyed that for which high places afterward stood. 

I cannot think this is fanciful. Not long since, the children 
in our Sunday School at Newton Centre had a lesson upon the 
child Samuel, in the course of which one little boy remarked that 
Samuel slept and lived in the chapel ; whereupon his neighbor 
said, "not in the chapel, in the temple." The first boy is a 
nineteenth century illustration of the principle I emphasize, 
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the second boy is a higher critic, and both of them told the 
truth. 

All this is true, in a greater or less degree, of every historian 
who attempts to set forth clearly the facts of the past. The 
author of Chronicles did not intend to correct the author of 
Kings, but to re-tell the story of the past in such a way as to 
give his contemporaries a correct total religious impression. If 
he had said, "These events took place according to the manner 
of the earlier time, the manner nowadays being so and so," he 
would have made the matter a little clearer to us, but not, per- 
haps, to the men of his time. 

In some such way are to be explained the later developments 
of early prophetic utterances ; as, for example, the assignments 
to David, Solomon, Jonah, and others of prophecies and songs 
that were composed somewhat later than their time. The ascrip- 
tion of Ecclesiastes to Solomon almost certainly comes under 
this principle. If Daniel was composed in 168 or 167 B. C, as 
is maintained by many evangelical critics, the book must be 
explained as an inspired interpretation of the history to the per- 
secutions of Antiochus Epiphanes, joined with predictions of 
his fall, and rich expectations for the kingdom of the Messiah. 

(b) The prophetical use of numbers should not be passed 
over. In predictive prophecy, numbers are generally acknowl- 
edged to be representative of ideas not numerical. In historical 
prophecy, this is no less true. What confusion we introduce 
when we attempt to interpret literally many of the passages of 
Chronicles that contain numbers ! According to this book, 
instead of 30,000 chosen men of Israel who went with David to 
bring the ark to Jerusalem, all Israel did so. David pays 86,300 
in our money for what cost him, according to 2 Samuel, $30, 
and the king gathers billions of money for the Solomonic 
temple. These are but samples of many statements that can- 
not possibly be understood in a literal way, and are comprehen- 
sible only on the supposition that the writer wishes to emphasize 
David's prosperous reign, his regal generosity, and similar ideas. 
And this seems to furnish us with one more reason for affirming 
with confidence that when, for example, to a man like David 
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words and acts and circumstances are attributed which, literally, 
must be understood as the form rather than the substance of the 
narrative, the effort is simply to present him in the proper light 
as the beneficent ruler of Israel, and the generous patron of the 
religious services. 

In accord with this are to be interpreted the earlier stories of 
the Bible. Traditions received from common ancestors by the 
various peoples kindred to the Hebrews were used by the latter 
for the inculcation of true ideas of God and man and the relations 
of God to men, and the existence of peculiar methods of reck- 
oning and other childish notions, or even verbal inaccuracies, 
serve but to magnify in our thought the wisdom of him who has 
seen fit to make man, with all his peculiarities, and with all his 
crudities, the medium of his revelation to the race. 

(c) The principle here referred to serves to explain one of 
the most serious verbal discrepancies alleged against the Old 
Testament. It is this. The earlier historians seem to be ignor- 
ant concerning the developed legal system of the Hebrews, while 
the later writers in their descriptions of events belonging to the 
same periods make constant reference to the provisions of the 
Mosaic code. Modern scholars assert that these facts are not 
inconsistent with the trustworthiness of the authors. The later 
writers simply give credit for the developments of the law in 
the growing life of the people to him who was the honorable 
founder of the system and author of the code, and they repre- 
sent Moses with substantial accuracy. It is only in circles insig- 
nificantly small that the later form of presentation is called a 
fabrication. 

2) The message of predictive prophecy is also one to the 
men of the prophet's time, and the historical situation pictured 
in their works is the first criterion of date. No doubt the 
Hebrew prophets contain utterances for our time and for all 
time. No doubt, also, many expressions of their thought tran- 
scended the knowledge of the ancient seers ; but no one can 
read the stern condemnation of Amos and Micah, no one can 
consider the loving grief of Hosea and Jeremiah, or the lofty 
rebukes of Isaiah and his deep consolations for the faithful in 
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Israel, without being sure that these men were first and foremost 
preachers to the men of their own generation. The reality of 
these messages has been obscured, however, by the failure to 
perceive certain general facts about prophecy ; and, 

(a) The partial element in the visions of the prophets. This 
may not be perfectly clear. You are familiar with the passage 
in which Paul says to the Corinthians (i Cor. 3:2), that he has 
given them milk diet because their spiritual digestive apparatus 
was not strong enough to dispose of the more solid nutriment 
of the gospel table. This has a double bearing upon the pro- 
phetic announcements. In the first place the messengers were 
human, and the wisest, truest, and most inspired men have never 
had a perfect comprehension of God. And then, if they had, 
their transcendent thoughts could not be understood by their 
hearers. Let me invite your attention to the seventh chapter 
of 2 Samuel, where the promise is made to David that his 
posterity shall endure forever and his kingdom never come to 
an end. A comparison of Scripture with Scripture has con- 
vinced me that the real content of the promise, as it lay in the 
divine mind, had to do with the true theocracy, the kingdom of 
God on earth, but that necessarily in Nathan's mind and in 
David's this kingdom was connected with the form of govern- 
ment which existed at that time. 

For the partial view sometimes cherished by the prophets, 
and as an illustration of God's patience in dealing with them, 
read the third and fourth chapters of Jonah, which contain an 
account of that prophet's displeasure over the divine decision 
to spare Nineveh, the destruction of which Jonah had just pre- 
dicted. This prophet had a very partial and selfish view of 
God's plans. 

A peculiar passage in Ezekiel has sometimes proved a sur- 
prise to Bible students, which, in the light of what I am saying, 
is more clearly understood. The passage is Ezek. 29 : 1 7-20, 
delivered about the first day of April, in the year 570 b. c. 
Fifteen years before that, as is recorded in the twenty-sixth 
chapter, Ezekiel had predicted that Tyre should be completely 
destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. For some 
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reason which does not appear, that was not the final purpose of 
God, and, without regret or apology, Ezekiel, as is recorded in 
the twenty-ninth chapter, tells us of the failure of Nebuchad- 
nezzar to capture Tyre, and promises him the land of Egypt in 
place of it, a promise fulfilled in the misfortunes suffered by 
Egypt in the same century. 

(&) We pass to the conditional element in prophecy. This is 
explained specifically in several Scripture utterances, notably in 
the eighteenth chapter of Jeremiah. This prophet at the com- 
mand of Jehovah goes to the potter's house and observes the 
method followed by the potter with his clay (vss. 2, 3). The 
vessel intended was spoiled and the potter made another accord- 
ing to his desire (vs. 4). And then Jehovah represents himself 
to Jeremiah as a potter and the house of Israel as clay (vs. 6), 
and announces the great doctrine of the conditional in prophecy 
(vss. 7-1 1). The same doctrine is taught in the book of Jonah. 
This prophet preached that Nineveh should be destroyed within 
three days, and soon afterwards was instructed by Jehovah that 
the object of the preaching was not the destruction of the city, 
but the penitence of the inhabitants, and when this was accom- 
plished, there was no need to destroy the city. The most 
successful warnings of the prophets must necessarily remain 
unfulfilled, and we may conceive of the joy of many of God's 
ancient messengers, when their forebodings of evil were not 
realized, because of the penitence and reformation of the people. 
Every generation has to be taught this truth. I am not sure 
but that some of my hearers have felt shocked, at some time or 
other, at the thought of some divine threat unaccomplished. 
Jonah was. Jeremiah might have been, had he not observed the 
potter's wheels under the divine tuition. 

This view of prophecy helps us to understand the truth and 
the error in the old theory of the double sense. According to 
this theory, many passages refer at one and the same time to 
distinct events of the age of the writers, and to events no less 
distinct of the time of our Lord. Excluding typical passages, 
I suppose that statements which are not riddles on the face of 
them must be interpreted to mean one thing and not two or 



INTERPRETATION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT. 103 

more things. Even in typical passages there is no double sense 
of language, for the ultimate significance is not expressed by 
the language, but is contained in the persons, things or events 
set forth by the language. It is true, of course, that the ancient 
seers of Israel often employ terms that are out of proportion as 
respects events to happen in their time, but that they had in 
mind events of their time or soon to follow, at any rate to grow 
out of their own historical situation, we cannot deny. Isaiah 
and Micah, for example, look for the Messiah as an earthly mon- 
arch, at the close of the Assyrian supremacy, the author of 
Daniel looks for him at the fall of Antiochus Epiphanes, and so 
on. The truth in the theory of the double sense lies, however, 
in the fact that there is always a complete and unconditional 
idea at the basis of the prophetical utterance, which ultimately is 
realized, and this is the reason why we may understand many 
discourses to imply ideas which were not suggested to the pro- 
phetic authors of them. 

What is the reality always present in the highest forms of 
promise ? We may not know the whole, but at any rate, bless- 
ing for the race, triumph for the kingdom of God, the form of 
the blessing being conceived of in every age according to the 
conditions of that age. In the times of Nathan and David and 
Isaiah and Micah, the theocracy was identical with the Israelit- 
ish kingdom. In our time it is the Christian church. Have the 
predictions of the Hebrew prophets always been fulfilled ? Not 
literally, because the literal prophecy was conditional and sub- 
sequent change of circumstances rendered the fulfillment in exact 
form impossible. Has the great divine idea at the basis of these 
predictions been fulfilled ? Yes, or else it awaits its fulfillment. 

The New Testament interpreters of the Old Testament 
understood well these principles, and when they speak of the 
fulfilment in the life and character of Jesus Christ of prophe- 
cies in which we can see no such plain prediction, we must under- 
stand them to refer to those great ideas, lying clearly in the 
divine mind, but imperfectly grasped by his human spokesmen, 
and the realization of which was necessarily delayed, because of 
the failure of Israel to accomplish its mission in the world. 
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Are all the Messianic ideas of the Old Testament to be real- 
ized in the triumphs of the Christian church ? I think so, but 
we must discriminate. Not long since, I heard of a Christian 
church, not a thousand miles from here, the leaders of which 
took occasion to instruct their pastor not to call upon them for 
the exercise of their gifts in practical religious work, that he had 
been called to furnish them intellectual and spiritual refreshment 
Sunday mornings, that, if he chose, he could engage in special 
effort for the lowly and the sinful, and they were perfectly willing 
to furnish the money for the enterprise, but that was the end of the 
matter, and he must not expect from them any help of a personal 
sort. I do not know how far a church might go in this direction 
without losing its character as a branch of the kingdom of God. 
Should some great apostasy of the entire church render it an 
unfit medium of the grace of God, we must believe that the sav- 
ing purpose of our Father would continue the same, the final 
form which the kingdom shall assume being made dependent by 
him upon the fidelity of his friends. Let me be more specific. 
The Jewish church has given way for the Christian church. If 
we expect the glorious promises of victory made to the former 
to be realized in substance by the Christian army, then the obli- 
gations of the Hebrews must be assumed by Christians, and the 
warnings given to them cannot be excluded from our inheritance. 
It is very clear that unless the Christian church be actually 
engaged in the work of the Redeemer, it cannot hope to have 
the honor of ushering in the day of his triumph. 

And now what is the attitude of Baptists toward new discov- 
eries in theology ? It has been, and is, and is to be, blessed be 
God, that of cordial welcome. Baptists are not over ready to 
call a theory a fact, or to dignify with the name of discovery 
the latest phase of critical opinion. They ought not to be so. 
But from the beginning until now, they have stoutly maintained 
the supremacy of the Word over all the creeds and formulas of 
men, they have professed to expect new light to break forth 
from its pages, and they have tried to set their faces as steadily 
and serenely toward the new light as toward the old. Do you 
realize, brethren, what an advantage we have in the fact that the 
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Head of the church has prevented us from setting the obstacles 
of creeds and councils and fathers between the sons of God 
and their Father in Heaven ; from rendering the Word of God 
of none effect through the traditions of men ? How great is 
our heritage, Baptist Brotherhood ! 

We may cherish this one thought. It is that no position we 
may take toward the truth of God can prevent its ultimate tri- 
umph in unclouded purity. Neither our blind zeal for cherished 
forms of statement, nor our rash adoption of different forms of 
statement can affect the truth itself, which God will bring to 
light in his own best time. It is well for us now and then anew 
to pledge ourselves that, in face of difficulties, we will strive to 
ascertain the message of the Lord, and that we will receive 
gratefully those elements of knowledge that will surely come to 
studious and docile minds, and that, with the blessing of God, 
may lead to a higher life in him and a larger activity in his king- 
dom. 



